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(54) Netwcxfe photograplhi service systtem ; 

(57) Upon providing a network photograph service^ 
a prompt senrtce can be provided to a customer without 
losing the advantage thereof such as ease of under- 
standing where to access and collective data manage- 
ment. A sendee center receiving an order of a printing 
service and a minilab or a special laboratory spread 
across a plurafity of places are able to communicate 
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Wbugh a network. The center server in the senftco 
center selects and assigns the laboratory Ibr printing the 
ordered pcture in response to an order Intonrafion 
transfened from a customer via ttie network so that the 
printing processing can be canied cut by the laboratory 
specifled by the customer instead off the center server. 
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Description 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Reldofthe Invention 5 

The present invention relates to a network photo- 
graph service system which provides a customer with a 
sennce related to a photograph via a network such as 
the Internet. io 

Description of the Related Art 

For providing a service related to a photograph to a 
customer, a network photograph service has been pro- 
posed which provides a variety of services such as an 
order of extra prints, attachment of a photograph image 
to an electronic mail message, and download of picture 
image data by installing a variety of equipment such as 
a scanner, a printer, and a server computer comprising 
a large capacity disc (hereinafter called an imago 
server) in a major wholesale lab in order to enable a 
customer to save a picture he^he recorded In the 
image server and to access the image server via a net- 
wortc 

The advantage of the network photograph savlce 
is that a customer can order a print even when the cus- 
tomer Is staying at home or in an offica However, In 
reality, not everything, such as depositing a film or 
receiving a print, can be cam'ed out on a network, . 
Therefore, it is usual to prbvkJe the service through a 
local camera shop or a minilab as an agency. 

When this servicfe is viewed from the customer 
side, the more agendes there are, the more convenient 
it is. However, it is preferable to have only one wholesale 
lab which receives orders, from the viewpoint of easier 
understanding of where to access when placing an 
order, or easier data management Therefore, when a 
network photograph service is provided, it is considered 
tot>e better If a wholesale lab has concentrated equip- 
ment so that as many agencies as possible can be dealt 

However, in the form where all (equipment is con- 
centrated in one large scale wholesale lab as descril^ed 
above, it is inevitable that the date of delivery of a print 
will be delayed, since a delivery path from an agency to 
the wholesale lab becomes longer and a watt time after 
deppstting a film at an agency and before collection of 
the film is necessary. 

Even though more rapid processing can be carried 
out by increasing the number of the wholesale labs to 
shorten the delivery path while increasing the fr^uency 
of collection and delivery, the advantage of a networtt 
photograph service system, such as easier understand- 
ing of where to access and collective data manage- 
ment, is lost Moreover, the increased frequency of 
collection and defivery leads to a rise in collection and 
delivery cost Therefore, this idea is not a preferable 



solutkn. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Based on consideration of the atxyve problems, an 
object of the present invention is to provkje a network 
photograph service system which can provide a prompt 
service to a customer without losing the advantage of a 
network photograph sen^ioe system such as eaaer 
understanding where to access and collective data 
management. 

A network photograph service syst&n of the 
present invention conprises at least one laboratory 
server which has a communication atMllty via a network 
and is installed in a laix)ratory having a pcture printer, 
and a center server installed in a service center which 
receives a printing service order via the neiwortc, 
wherein the center server carries out processirtg oom- 
prising the steps of storing a picture recorded by a cus- 
tomer of each lakxsratory as digital image data, mak^ 
the digital image data accessible on the networi^ select- 
ing one laboratory to output a print among the laborato- 
ries in response to order information transfenred from 
the customer via the network, and providing a printing 
service requested by the order to the customer by trans- 
mitting instructing information to the laboratory server 
installed in the selected lafc>oratory. . 

The laboratory server* herein referred to means a 
server computer installed wi an individua) latx^ratory 
such as an over-the-counter minOab. The center 
server" is a server computer install^ in a service center 
which collectivety manages image data. Both the labo- 
ratory and the center servers have a data recording 
medium such as a hard disc with a capacity sufficient to 
store necessary image data. The lakx>ratory server 
plays a roll of a so-called printer server, artd has a con- 
nection to a picture printer (in the case where a plurality 
of picture printers exist, the connection to the printers 
can be switched from one to anoth^. 

-Receives a printing service order via a networt^ 
means that an order is transferr^ from a customer as 
the order informatton in a predeternruned data formal 
More specifically, the format of the order infomratton is, 
for example, disclosed on a web cite on the Internet and 
a customer sends to the center server, via an electronic ' 
mail message, the order infornrttition created in accord- 
ance with the format. Alternatively, if a customer creates 
an order, by inputting information in a predetermined 
screen, the order may be converted automatically into 
the predetermined format of the ord& infonration snd 
transmitted to the center server. 

The picture image olMained by a latsoratory" 
means a picture image obtained by a film scanner ^ 
scanning a film that a customer of the laboratory 
brought in for first printing. Alterr^ativdy, a picture image 
obtained froni a memory or the like of a digital camera 
brought in by a customer. t>y using a variety of data 
reading transferring means such as a card reader, ms^ 
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be induded as the picture image. These picture images 
are hereinafter dealt with as distal image data. 

The reading processing may be earned out al a 
senfice center (in a coDeclive manner). However, if each 
laboratory cames out this processing, the date of deTiv- 
ery can be made sooner because collection and deliv- 
ery and wait time therefor are not necessary. In this 
case, an operation for transferring the digital image data 
obtained by the laboratory to the center server will be 
necessary. This data transfer to the center server nraiy 
be earned out via the network each time the laboratory 
obtains digital image data, or collectively at a predrter- 
mined timing. Alternatively, the center server may peri- 
odically take in the data In each laboratory server. In 
some cases (where the data are large), the data maybe 
stored in a medium and then transferred without using a 
network. 

The network" herein referred to means a network 
as represented by the Internet The network is meant to 
include all commurtication means having a communica- 
tbn speed sufftdent to transfer the order informatkm 
and Image data, such as a dedicated line, a CATV riet- 
work, a dial-up connection, and a LAN. 

The center senw "carries out a processing com- 
prising the steps of storing a picture recorded by a ci«- 
tomer of each laboratory as digital imajge data, maldng 
the digital image data accessible on the networkT so that 
the digital image data are cdledively managed and the 
customer can refer to the digital image data When an 
extra print of a picture is ordered, the picture to be 
printed is often selected k3y referring to all pictures 
recorded. The above image accessing function of the 
center server is a function to carry out this selection on 
a di^lay saesn. 

"Selecting one laboratory to output a print among 
the laboratories in response to order information" 
means to select a laboratory having special equipment 
as the print outputting latKxatory, when the printing 
service requested by the order needs special equip- 
ment to provide the service, such as generation of a pic- 
ture postcard or a creative calendar Alternatively, upon 
receiving order of a print, by letting a customer specify 
the latjoratory at which he/^ie receives a print and by 
including information showing the specified lalx)ratory 
in the order infonnation. the specified laboratory may be 
selected as the laboratory to output the print "Selecting 
one laboratory" means to include the case where ordy 
. one laboratory exists and the laboratory is selected as 
the latjoratory to output a print 

. The processing comprising the steps of providing 
a printing service to the customer" means all proce^ir^ 
necessary for provkJing a printing service to the ci»- 
tomer^ For example, when an extra print of a picture is 
. ordered from a laboratory, digital image data of the pte- 
ture needs to be transferred from another laboratory to 
. the lakX)ratory, since the extra print cannot be generated 
without digital image data of the pictura In other words, 
The processing oon^wising the steps of provkfihg a 



printing sennce to the customer" means not only output- 
ting a print by a printer biit als) a series of procesang 
steps induding such a data transfer. 

"The order Infomiatkm" specHfoally means, for 
5 example, the processing number specifying what fms 
been ordered (sudi as an extra print or a postcard gen- 
eration), the in^ge number kJentifying a picture, the aze 
of the print, and the number of the print The "instruction 
infonnation" indiides not only the order informatfon but 
10 also infonnation showing where digital image data can 
be obtained from (where the digital image data are 
stored) or the like. In this case, when the latjoratory 
server which received the instruction Informatkjn doss 
not have the necessary Image data, the server requests 
IS the center server or the image server of ttie laboratory 
specified as the server trom whidi the image data are 
otrtained transfer the digital image data. Alternatively, 
the image data necessary tor printing may be induded 
in the instruction information. 
so His preferable for each laboratory server to store a 
picture recorded a customer, of the laboratory 
wherein the server is installed as high resolution irrage 
data. In this manner, it becomes unnecessary to obtain 
digital inage data from another lat)oratory when an 
25 extra print is ordered by a customer of the latjcratory. 

When each laboratory server stores digital image 
data of itB customer as described above, digital image 
data which have been stored in the cent©* sender and 
become accessible may be low resolution inage data 
30 with a lower amount of data than that of the high fBSOlu-. 
tion image data having been stored In the laix)ratory 
server. In other words, digital image data may be dasd- 
fied in such a manner that the difftal inage data of the 
laboratory server are used for outpiittirig a print, whDe . 
35 the digital image data in the center server are used for 
an access via the networtt 

When high resolution image data for outputting a 
print are stored in a laboratory server, it Is more eftecfive 
if the lak>oratory server carries out ttie printing, since the 
40 amount of data to be transferred t>eoomes less in that 
case. Therefore, when the center server stores dls^ 
Image data for an access, It is preferable tfat the dig^ 
image data are stored in con-elation with storage toca- 
tion infonmation showing the iaiwratory server whSch 
45 has high resolution image data of the digital intage & 
that when the laboratory server to output a print is 
selected, the laboratory wherein the laboratory server 
storing the high resolution image data of the digtal 
Image whoso printing has l>eoh ordered is selected 
so based on the storage location information. 

When a print is output from a laboratory differ»it - 
from the laboratory storing the digital inage data, the 
charge for the printing service rises by a communicafion 
charge necessary to transfer the data. Whian such a 
55 data transfer occurs, the sennce charge paid by the a«- 
tomer. should be shared by the laboratory wWch has 
output the print and the laboratory wftich is storing the 
digital image data, since the two latX)ratories oontr&ute 
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to providing the printing service. As described above, in 
the network photograph system of the present inven- 
tion, the cost varies depending on the content of the 
instruction information transmitted by the center server, 
especially on whether or not a data transf is neces- 
sary, or on the amount of data to be transferred. There- 
fore, the center server may manage transactions which 
occur between the laboratories or between each labora- 
tory and the service center by recading processing 
instmcted to each lat>oratory server via a transmission 
of instruction information so that the record is used for a 
customer charge control or for an electronic settlement 
for example. 

"The printing service" in this specification means 
not only services such as outputting an extra print or 
generation of a picture postcard as desaib^ above, 
but also all accompanying sendees carried out before 
the picture print reaches a customer. More ^ectfically, 
the maHing or delivery service instead of a reception of 
a finished print over a counter, the service to inform a 
customer via electronic mail that a print is ready or tint 
a storage period of digital image data in a laboratory is 
about to expire, the service to extend the storage period 
by receiving electronicmail from a customer, the sen/- . 
ice that a customer can select the lat>oratory at which to 
receive a print, the service that ordered pictures are 
arranged In an album, and the service that a print is 
mounted on a photograph mount in the case of a memo- 
rial picture, are all considered as the printing sen/ice, tor 
exampla 

Therefore, "the instruction information" and "the 
order information" are meant to include all information 
necessary for the accompanying service such as how a 
print is received and the address or the electrorvc maH 
address of the recipient Such information can obvioudy 
be used not only for reference but also for a variety of 
processing. In other words, with a printer for generating 
a mailing label connected to the laboratory server, 
processing such as an automatic mailing label print can 
be canted out by referring to the name and address of a 
redFMent included in the instruction Information, when 
*1he instruction information" specifies nfiaiTing of a print 
In a service for generating a manipulated print such 
as a corrposite picture, a method using a template has 
been known. When such a service is provided, the 
center server rnay store a template enabling the tem- 
plate to be accessed on the networi< so that a customer 
can order a manipulated print using the template. When 
a manipulated printing service is requested by the order 
. information, information regarding the template speci- 
fied by the order Information may be transfened to the 
laboratory sen/er as a portion of the instruction infonrm- 

"Information regarding ttie template" herein referred 
to means eittier the template itself or information sho^ 
ing a suffix of the tenplate or where the template is 
stored. . 

However, like tiie case of the image data above, it is 



preferable if tiie amount of data to be transfen-ed is less. 
Therefore, it is preferable that each laboratory stores 
high resolution tentplate for outputting a print and the 
information regarding tiie teirplate has a comparatively 

5 small data size such as the size of only a template ID. 
When each lat)oratory server stores high resolution 
data of a template, tiie center server may store the tenrh 
plate in the form of low resolution data which have a 
lower data size than tiie size of the high resolution data 

10 stored in tiie laboratory server. 

The template in tNs spedftcation is meant to 
include not only data but also a processing procedure 
such as a maao. More specifically, the template maybe 
a background Image comprising a blank ^ce for pt^- 

15 tioning an irhage therein, or a set of such a k>ackground 
image and a procedure "to insert the spedf ied picture in 
a blank of the background image", for example. Ahena- 
tively. only procedures such as *1o rotate the specified 
picture by SO* " or "to lower the saturation of the sped- 

so f ied pteture" may be the template, and tiie case where 
an image is rotated by SC" by applying the template on 
the image is possibi®. 

. The network photograph service system of the 
present invention iriakes possible communicatkxi via 

25 tiie networi( between tiie service center to receive an 
order of a printing service and the laboratories scattered 
in each area, and the center server at the service center 
selects the laboratory to output the ordered print in 
response to the order information transferred from a 

30 customer via tiie networic and assigns printing process- 
ing to each lat)oratory instead of carrying out tiie print- 
ing processing by the center server itself. Therefore, the 
number of collection or delivery of films or prints is 
reduced and a prompt service is provided to a cus- 

35 tomer. In this case, an order reception is canried out col- 
lectively by the service cent^, and the advantage of tie 
network photograph service system such as ^se of 
understanding where to access and collective data 
management will not be tost 

40 If each laboratory server stores a picture recorded 
by a customer of ttie lat)oratcry wherein tiie laboratory 
server Is install^ in tiie form of high resolution image 
data, no data transfer occurs when each lakxHHtory is 
ordered to carry out the printing of the picture of the cus- 

45 tomer. A reductton in networic load or In communication' 
cost can thus be achiev&j in this manner. 

In tiiis case, the digital image data stored in e&dti 
laboratory only have to be transferred for printing upon 
necessity. Therefore, tiie digital image data stored in ^e 

so center server may be low resolution image data whose 
resolution has be&i lowered to such a degree that no 
prbblem occurs in displaying the low resolution image 
data on a di^lay screen when the image data aro 
aiccessed. In this manner, disc space of the center 

65 server can be saved. 

When tfie laboratory to ou^ut a print is selected, if 
tiie laboratory storing high resolution in^ge data of tiie 
digHat image whose print has been ordered is selecled 
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in principle, the network load or cost can be reducal E 
conpared with the case where another laboratory is 
selected. This is because large size data transfer is not 
necessary. 

When a manipulated printing service using the tenv s 
plate is provided as the printing service, it an order is 
received by disclosing the template as well as the digital 
image data of a customer on the center server and 
transmitting information identifying the template used 
for the processing to the laboratory server, a simple 10 
conposite. picture can be generated in the laboraitory, 
and a prompt printing processing service can be pro- 
vided. 

On this occasbn. if high resolution template data 
are stored in the laboratory as are the digital image data i5 
of the customer, it becomes unnecessary to transfer a 
template when the center server orders the laboratory 
server to carry out a manipulated printing servica In tWs 
manner, a reduction in network load or communication 
cost can be achieved ^ 

Furthennore, if the template stored in the center 
server are low resolution data for display, disc space of 
the center server is saved. 

Moreover, the cost vari^ depending on whetheir or 
hot data should be transferred or on tiie amount of data 25 
to be transferred. Therefore, if the center server carries 
out transaction management between the laboratories 
or between each laboratory and the center server 
based on tiie instruction information, a service charge 
control, an electronic setUemenl and the like beconnes so 

The nehwork photograph service system becomes 
worthier if more laboratories taWng part in the sysX&n 
exist over a wider area. Therefore, to make such a s)^- 
tem truly worth while, an effort should be paid to ss 
increasing the number of affiliated laboratories by fully 
considering not only the converience for a customer 
and effectiveness of the system, but also laboratory 
pronts. In the fonn of a system where equipment is con- 
centrated in a service center, over-the-counter laborato- 40 
ries become mere agencies and their profits decrease. 
Therefore, there is no reason Ibr positively recommotd- 
ing a customer to use ttie network photograph servica 
On tiie other hand, in the present system, over-the- 
count» laboratories can gain a profit by providing a 45 
printing servica Furthermore, in the form where each 
laboratory stores its customers- high resolution image 
data, a job related to tiie data is assigned to tiie labora- 
tory witti priority over other laboratories. Therefore, the 
more its customers use the network photograph sen/- so 
Ice. the more the laboratory proTits. 

In other words, the present invention can not only 
solve technical problems but also overcome administra- 
tive problems which hinder spreacfing of a network pho- 
tograph sennce system. Therefore, tiie advantage of tie 55 
present system is extremely grral 



EF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a diagram showing an embodiment of 
the network photograph service system of the 
present invenSoa 

Figure 2 shows an example of order infbnnation. 
Figure 3 shows another example cl the order infor- 
mation, 

Figure 4 is a fkw-chart showing an example of lab- 
oratory assignment processing by a center server. 
Figure 5 is a diagram showing a flow of data in a 
man'pulated printing service, 
Rgure 6 is a diagram showing a configuration of a 
system for the manipulated printing senrice. 
Figure 7 is a diagram showing an example of how 
tiie network photograph servk^e syst&n of the 
present invention is used, and 
Figure 8 is a diagram showing an example of how a 
network photograph sennce system in which equip- 
ment is concentrated in one laboratory is used. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

Her^nafler, a networtc photograph service system 
of the present invention will be explain«J refening to ttie 
accompanying drawings. The form of a system in wHch 
equipment is concentrat«j in one whd^le lab, and its 
problems, will be explained First refening to Figure 8. 

In the system shown in Figure 8, a customer 1 a^ 
for first prints from an agency 13 (121). The first prints 
may be generated by the agency 1 3 ftself or by a whole- 
sale lab 14 following a request from ttie agency 13. In 
each case, a f ilm (122) from ttie customer 1 is temporar- 
ily handed to the wholesale lab 14 (122). The wholesale 
lab 14 reads the film using a scanner Tor ttie like, and 
stores pictures recorded on ttie film tn an image server 
1 5 as digital image data. If first prints have been ordered 
from ttie wholesale lab^ ttie prints are generated by a 
printer 9 or ttie fike, and delivered to ttie agency 13 
(123), and then handed to ttie customer 1 via ttia 
agency 13 (124). 

After the image server 15 has stor«l digital image . 
data, ttie customer 1 can access the image serv©^ 15 
via ttie Internet 5 (125). and ordw an extra print or ttie 
like looking at ttie stored picture image data on a di^aSay 
screen. In response to ti^s order, the image server 15 
generates a print usirig ttie printer 9 or tie nke. and 
hands ttie print to ttie customer 1 (127) by mail or via ttie 
agency (126). 

As is obvious from ttie flow described abowa, ttie 
wholesale lab 14 should collect all ffims from customss 
of an agencies in ttiis system. Therefore, it is possa35e 
ttiat delivery of a print wiB be delayed due to a cdlecfion 

and/or delivery queue or a processing queue. Since tti© 
collection and delivery of ttie films and prints are carried 
out by hand, tiie date of delivery of ttie finished print 
may be delayed a couple of days due to ttie coHedion 
and/or defivery queue, depending oh the number of ooJ- 
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lections and deliveries per day. In other words, in this 
system, it becomes easier to order an extra print or the 
like, but a prompt service is not necessarily guaranteed. 
Furthermore, if an agency carries out first printing, input 
processing needs to be carried out by both the agency 
and the wholesale lab, for example Therefore, this sys- 
tern often causes inconvenience. 

In the network photograph service system of the 
present invention, as shown in Figure 1 . a customer 1 . a 
service center 2 which receives an order, and a minilab 
3 or a special laboratory 4 with special equipment can 
all communicate via a network. On this occasion, since 
the sendee center and the special laboratory need to 
communicate e^ecially frequently, they use high speed 
lines so that they can handle more orders promptly. 

In the embodiment shown in Figure 1 , digital wnage 
data input Is carried out by the minilab 3. When the cus- 
tomer orders first prints to the minitab 3. the minilab 3 
reads a film using a scanner 7 and generates first printe 
using a printer 9. The digital image data read by the 
scanner 7 are stored in a laboratory server 8 after the 
generation of the first prints. On this occasion, low reso- 
lution image data which are the digital image data In a 
reduced resolution (hereinafter called a thun^nai! 
image) are generated and transferred to a center server 
12 in the sen/ice center 2. The laboratory server 8 
stores not only the digital image data of the customer 
but also a template thereof. 

The center server 12 in the service center 2 stores 
the thun^nail image transferred from each laboratory in 
correlation with the laboratory from which the inrage has 
been sent while making the thun(i>nail image accessi- 
ble on the networiL On this occasion, the thumbnaD 
image does not need a particularly high quality, since 
the customer uses the thunfi)nail image only to confirm 
the picture upon an order. In order to ^ve disc space, it 
is nnore preferable if the thumbnail image has a smaller 
annount of data. In this embodiment, digital image data 
that the laboratory sender 8 stores for outputting a print 
has 4 base pixels (approximately 1024 x 1792 pixels) 
which are necessary for outputting an L size print at 300 
dpi. while the digital image data tfiat the center server 
12 stores for an access via the network has 1/4 base 
pixels (approximately 368 x 256 pixels). The center 
server 12 also stores a thumbnail of the tenplate XheA 
the laboratory server 8 stores so that the customer can 
access the template via the networic 

When the digital image data are made accessible, 
the customer only has to confirm his/her own pictures. 
In oth^- words, he/she does not want others to see 
his/her pictures. Therefore, by an authentication using a 
password^ each customer has only a limited access to 
data he/she can see. The password is determined by a 
customer when he/she orders first prints. Alternatively, 
the minilab detennines the password by assigning an 
appropriate one. 

As for the access to the center server, the above 
sennce is provided in the form of a web page if on the 



Internet, and the customer can access the center server 
using a tmwser such as Netscape Navigator. Alterna- 
tively, if the service is provided as another original com- 
munication service, dedicated software may be 
5 distributed to each customer. In each case, the cus- 
tomer 1 can request a printing service without gong to 
the minilab 3 by carrying out a predetemvned input on 
an order screen through conf irmation of the thumbnail 
image of his/her picture stor^ in the center sender or 
10 selection of a template via the networtt from his/her 
house or office, or through generation of order informa- 
tion in a predetermined format and transmission of the 
information via electronic mail. 

On this occasion, the order Information transmittsd 
IS from the customer to the center server 12 is like the 
example shown in Figure 2. The order information con- 
tains information necessary for extra prints, such as the 
mnage number, the size, the nun^r of extra prints, and 
how the finished prints are received. Furthermore, in an 
so order of a man^ulated print, the template number or the 
like is also included in the order information. Moreover, 
tiie content of the service which can be provided 
tiirough the network includes not only the servcce 
. accompanying the print output but also aH services 
25 related to ttie printing sennca For exanpie. when a 
storage period of digital image data in the lalx)ratcry 8 
will expire in a few days but the customer has not 
decided the picture to order for an extra print, a request 
for an extended storage \n this case can be considered 
30 as a part of the services relate to printirtg. 

A variety of data structures of the order information 
are also possible. For exannple. Microsoft Corp. has pro- 
posed stmctured storage technique bjf which several 
kinds of data in different nature are stored in a file in a 
35 hierarchy. The order information can be generated as 
an order file shown in Rgure 3 by using tfiis technique. 

The format of the order infornmtion may l>e def 
depending on the service to be provided, and the fbrnot 
shown in Figures 2 and 3 are mere examples. . 
40 When the center server 12 receives such order 
infomnation. it assigns the laboratory for outputting ^e 
orders print For instance. Figure 4 shows an exannple 
of the processing to assign the laboratory for outputtmg 
tine ordered print in the case where the order informa- 
45 tion in Figure 2 Is used. In this exanrrple, it is judged 
whether or not tiie requested processing needs special 
equipment by referring to the data showing the process- 
ing number. If the processing reqi^res the spedal equfp- 
ment the special laboratory 4 is selected as ^e 
50 lakx)ratory to output the print and instruction informa- 
tion in a predetermined format is generated and trans- 
ferred to the laboratory server 8 in the spedal laboratory 
4. On this occaston. the spedal laboratory 4 does not 
have digital image data to be printed. Therefore. ^ 
55 instruction information includes the infonnation showing 
the laboratory which has the digital image cfasta. 

When processing which does not need the sp^sal 
equipment, such as an ordirmry extra print os 
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requested, it is cliecked if the customer wants to receive 
the print over the counter or by mafl or delivery, by refer- 
ring to order information data showing how the print is 
received. In the case of maifing or delivery, if no more 
convergent to the customer no natter which laboratory 
outputs the print he/she has order«l. Therefore, the lal>- 
oratbry whicSh is most effective for the system, that is. 
the latMDratory which stores the high resolution image 
data for outputting the ordered print is selected. 

When the customer wants to receive the print i3ver 
the counter, the order information data showing the lab- 
oratory at which the print is received is referred to, and 
the laboratory is selected as the laboratory to output the 
print. When no laboratory is specified in the order infor- 
mation, the laboratory which stores the high resolution 
image data is selected. When the laboratory'spedfied 
by the customer does not have the high resolution 
image data, the information showing where the high 
resolution image data are stored is included in the order 
infonnation, as is the case where the special lfidx>ratory 
4i86elected. . . 

When the center server 1 2 transmits the order infor- 
mation to the laboratory selected as described above. It 
records the content of the order and calculates a data 
storage fee. a communication diarge and the like to be 
paid to each laboratory tv periodically summing up the 
amount of data transfen-ed. In tliis manner, transactions 
between the center server 12 and each laboratory, or 
between the laboratories, are managed. This manage- 
ment is carried out in tWs manner, because each labo- 
ratory can gain an appropriate profit by printing or by 
storing digital image data of its customers. . Such data 
are obviously used in a charge bilfing system to custom- 
ersasvtfsil. 

The laboratory server 8 v^^ich recevisd the order 
infbnnation canies out the processing such as output- 
ting an extra print according to the content of the order 
included in the order infomiation, and hands the print to 
the customer or ananges mailing or the like. On this 
occasion, the hand-ov©" to the customer or a mailing 
arrangement should be cairied out by hand, as has 
been carried out conventionally. However, the labora- 
tory server 8 can cany out processing to help such 
operattons, for example, to print a mailing label auto- 
matically by referring to the order information data 
showng the recipient and to notify the recipient of the 
print output finish by automatically sending him/her an 
electronic nail. 

. . An example of such a service viewed from the f tow 
of data is shown in Figure 5. Regarding the manipulated 
printing service using the template, data each mariaged 
by a personal computer 6 of the customer, the center, 
server 12. and the laboratory server a in addition to the 
ftoiw of the data, are shown in Figure 5. 

As descrS^ed above, the laboratory server 8 stores 
high resolution image data 21 of the customer's (MCture 
and high resolution template 23 thereof. The center 
sen^ 12 stores a low resolution template 24 which cor- 



responds to the Ngh resdution template 23, because 
whenever a new template is generated in the laboratory, 
a low resolution template corresponding to the new ton- 
plate is also registered in the center server. Meanwhile, 
5 low resolution image data 22 con^esponding to the high 
resolution image data 21 are also registeral in the 
center server upon a request from the customer. 

The customer refers to . (and downloads upon 
necessity) the low resolutton image data 22 and the low 
10 resolution tenplate 24 disclosed on the center server12 
and composes them using the personal computer 6. 
However, the processing canied out at this stage, such 
as composition, aims to generate the order infomiation, 
and the processed image obtained through the prooess- 
15 ing IS used for confirmation only. The procedure of the 
processing carried out by the customer is recorded by 
the function of dedicated software installed in the per- 
. sonal computer 6. The procedure is taken in as a por- 
tion of the order infornwtion 20 when the order 
20 information IS generated. The order information 20 also 
includes information showing an image 22a and a tem- 
plate 24a specified and used by the customer. 

The order information 20 is receival by the c«Tler 
server 1 2, and the center server 12 transnriits instaiction 
25 information 25 to the laboratory selected by referring to 
tiie order information 20. At this time, ttie instmction 
infomiation 25 includes the information showing the 
image 22a, the template 24a, and the processing proce- 
dura The laboratory server 8. which receives the 
30 instruction inforn^tion including such information, 
searches the hard disc for the Wgh resolution template 
23a con-esponding to the template 24a and high resolu- 
tion image data 21a corresponding to the image 22a, 
based on tiie information, and outputs the print after the 
35 processing following the processing procedure. • 

Such a service as described above can be imple- 
mented by tiie system configuration shown in Figure 6, 

torexampla 

The personal computer 6 of the customer who car- 
Tories out the order generaton processing wiU be 
explained first A WWW brows©" 30 has been instafled 
In the personal computer 6. The program which carries ; 
out the order generation processing is provkled as a 
plug-in of the browser. Alternatively, the function wKch 
45 caries out only a portion of tiie order generation . 
processing is provided as the plug-in, and the other 
functions may be installed as application software inde- 
perKlent from the browser. 

The example in Figure 6 shows tiie case where 
so functions for browsing and downloading the tow resoSii- 
tion image data and template, as weO as a function for 
uploading an order ffle are provided as the plug-in. white . 
a processing appfication 31 fbr processing the imiage 
data and terrplate whfoh have been downloaded, and 
55 an order file generating module 32. are provided 
appltoation softwara 

In this example, in ttie processing appBcation 31, if 
the size and the number of a print are specified as in the 
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case of ordinary printing (the printing tiy a printer con- 
nected to a personal computer), an order file is automat- 
ically generated by the function of the order fie 
generating module 32. 

If the low resolution image data and template are 
provided by a medium 1 1 , the WWW browser 30 is used 
for browsing the data stored in the medium 1 1 and also 
for copying data from the mediumll to the hard disc of 
the personal computer 6. 

The conTiguration of the center sender 12 wiH be 
explained next As described above, the center server 
12 is a server computer comprising a targe capacity 
hard disc and a variety of communication equipment 
The server computer 12 is used for providing the order 
receiving service in the form of a web paga 

A WWW application server 36 which communicates 
with the WWW browser 30 of the personal computer 6 
accesses low resolution image data base 33 and lew 
resolution template data base 34 In response to the cus- 
tomer's request and otstains necessary data, then 
transfers the data to the personal computer 6. The 
access to the data bases 33 and 34 may be carried out 
by an original protocol. However, by using a protocol 35 
which is used by each company in common, it becomes 
possible to use a database in another contpan/s sys- 
tem in the same manner as the data base in the center 
server of its own company. In other words, it is prefera- 
ble that the access to the data base or the like is carried 
out by defining the common image accessing protocol 
35 for a search, a transfer, and access right manage- 
ment of the templates and images. 

The WWW application server 36 receives the order 
fie 20 uploaded by the user, selects the laboratory 
sender 8 which is best-suited for processing the order, 
and transfers the order fie 20 as it is or after adding 
necessary instruction information thereto. In other 
words, an order f ile transmitting receiving protocol 37 in 
Figure 6 is the protocol for assigning the laboratory for 
printing, in response to the order content It is also pref- 
erable to use a common order file transmitting receiving 
protoool.. 

A program 42 which analyzes the order file 20 
transfen-ed from the center sender 12 and a program 41 
which carries out the processing and printing based on 
the instruction in the order file 20 are installed in the lab- 
oratory server 8. After analyzing the ader file 20, if the 
access right to the image specified in the order file is 
denied fif the password necessary for the access is not 
included in the order file), no processing and printing 
are carried out If the access right is confirmed, the 
akx>ve program obtains necessary data from high reso- 
lution image data base 40 and high resolution template 
data base 38, and outputs the manipulated print 

The configuration and the function of the networic 
photograph service system of the present invention has 
been desaibed abova Next an example of how con- 
venient the system is Id use win be described with refer- 
ence to Figure 7. 



For example, assume the case where a customer 
records pictures with his/her friend who came from 
overseas, and first prints are then ordered from a nruii- 
lab 3a nearby (101). The first prints are immediately 

5 processed by the minilab 3a. and the film is returned to 
the customer when the prints are finished (102). 
Assume that the customer records other pictures with 
the same friend at the friend's house overseas. Conven- 
tionally, first prints of pictures recorded on a trip have 

10 been ordered after the trip. However, since every opera- 
tion, except for printing a film, can be carried out via the 
networic in the network photograph service system of 
the present invention, it fe highly likely that this system 
has affiliated laboratories overseas. Therefore, even 

f 5 when first prints are ordered from a minilab 3b near the 
friend's house (103), and the prints are received there 
(104), an extra print can be ordered after the customer 
returns to his/her country. . 

After the customer returns, he^he accesses the • 

20 center server 1 2 from the personal computer 6 at home 
and orders extra prints of these pictures (105). At this 
time, for example, among the pictures whose first prints 
were ordered from the minilab 3a. an extra print of a pic- 
ture a is ordered for the customer while a picture b is for 

25 the friend, and anK>ng the pictures whose fiist prints 
were ordered from the minilab 3b. an extra print of a pic- 
ture c is ordered for the customer. 

As for the pictures for the qustomer. the nvnilab 3a 
is specified as the latx)ratory at which the prints are 

50 received. As for the picture for the friend, mailing may 
be specified as the method to receive the pfnt How- 
ever, in the case of air mail, it takes more than one day 
for the print to reach the friend. On the other hand, if an 
order is carried out with the friend being specified as tfie 

35 recipient and the laboratory 3b as the laboratory at 
which the print is received, the print can reach the friend 
on the day of the order at the eariiest 

When such an order is carried out, the center, 
server 12 instructs the image server in the minilab 3a to 

40 output the prints of the pictures a and c, while notifying 
the image server of the network address of the lat>ora- 
tory server in the minilab 3b whk;h stores the picture c 
(106). In this manner, the laboratory server in the nMr 
lab 3a can obtain the digital image data of the picture c 

45 by a transfer of the data from the laboratory server in the 
minilab 3b (107). Likewise, the center server 12 
instructs the printing of the picture b to the minilab 3b 
and notifies the latx>ratory 3b of the network address of 
the laboratory server in the minilab 3a wtiich stores the 

so picture b (108). In this manner, the laboratory server in 
the minilab 3b can obtain the digital image data cf the 
picture b by a transfer of the data from the laboratory 
server in the minilab 3a (1 09). By such transfer process- 
ing of the digital image data, the pictures a and c are 

ss printed at the minilab 3a and provided to the customer 
(1 1 0), while the picture b is printed at the minilab 3b and 
provided to the customer's friend (1 1 1). In this system if 
the customer notifies the friend of the customer's pass- 
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word, the friend can order a picture he/she warts 
dir&% 

As shown by the above examples, according to the 
network photograf* sendee system of the present 
invention, the printing service can be received upon 
necessity, at a desired place, and in a shorter time than 
before, regardless of the location of the lat)oratW7 
where the first prints have been ordered. Ths is 
extremely convenient not only for the exanrple shown in 
Figure 5 but also for business, such as the case where 
a picture suddenly becomes necessary in a business 
activity going on from place to place. 

In the embodiment deserved above, the center 
server 12 stores the thumbnail images for the access 
via the network wrhile the laboratory server 8 stores the 
high resolution image data for printing. However, it is 
needless to say that the carter sender may store the 
high resolution image data for printing which are also 
used as the image for access, whBe the laboratory 
server 8 carries out printing only, without storing the 
high resolution image data. 



1 : A network photograph service system comprising: as 



at least one laboratory server with a communi- 
cation ability via a networi^ and installed in a 
laboratory having a picture prirter; and 
a center server installed in a service certer 
which receives a printing service ord& va the 
netwprtc, wherein the certer sender canies out 
tiie processing comprising tl>e steps of storing 
a picture recorded a customer of each labo- 
ratory as digital image data, making the digital 
image data accessible on tiie networt^ select- 
ing one laboratory to output a prirt among the 
laboratorieis in response to order infonmation 
transferred from the customer via the nelwoik, 
and providing to the customer the printing serv- 
ice requested in the order by transmitting 
Instniction information to the laboratory server 
installed in the selected laboratory. 



30 



35 



40 



4. A netwbrt< photograph service system as defined in 
Claim 2 or 3 wherein tiie certer sender stores the 

. digital image data in conrelatfon witii storage loca- 
tion information showing the laboratory server in 
which tiie image datai are stored as high resolution 
image data, and selects, ipon selection of the lab- 
oratory to output the image, the lalX)ratory in wtdch 
the laboratory server stores the high resolution 
image data of the picture image v*rtx)se prirt tes 
been ordered, t>as6d on the storage location tnfbr- 
rrstion. 

5. A networi^ photograph service system as def ined In 
any one of the aaims 1 to 4 wherein the certer 
server records the processing instructed to each 
laboratory server by transmitting the instruction 
information, and manages a transaction occurring 
l^etween the laboratories and/or between the certer 
server and each laboratory, based on the reoofd. 

6. A networic photograph service system as defined in 
any one of the Claims 1 to 5 wherein the certer 
eerv^ stores a template, makes the template 
accessible on the networtc, and comprises a func- 
tion tor transmitting information regarding the tem- 
plate specified by the order information as a portion 
of tiie instruction irtonration when a manipulated 
printing senrice using the template is requested by 
the instruction information, and 

the laboratory server generates the manipu- 
lated prirt using the template, k^ised on the instnic- 
tion infmmation. 

A networtc photograph service system as defined In 
Claim 6 wherein each saW laboratory server stores 
high resolution data of the temptele. 

A network photograph service system as defined in 
Claim 7 wherdn the certer server stores the tem- 
plate as fow resolution image data with a lower 
amourt of data tiian the data amourt of the Mgh 
resolution image data which are stored In the labo- 
ratory server. 



A networi< photograph servrce system as defined in 
aaim 1 wherein each sakf laboratory server stores 
the picture image obtained by the laboralDry in 
which tiie laboratory server Is installed as Ngh res- 
olution image data. 

A networtc photograph service system as defuied in 
Claim 2 wherein the digital image data stored in the 
certer server and made accessible t>y the certer 
server are low resolution image data with a \aKm 
amourt of data than the data amourt of the high 
resolution image data stored bi the laboratory 
sen^. 
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